Expression of epithelial antigens in primary cultures of normal human breast analysed with monoclonal antibodies.
Primary cultures of normal human breast were stained with monoclonal antibodies to see if antigens characteristic of luminal epithelial cells are retained in culture. Three monoclonal antibodies were used, LICR-LON-M8, LICR-LON-M18, and LICR-LON-M24, all specific for the cell surface of luminal epithelial as opposed to myoepithelial or stromal cells in the breast, and each staining a different subset of the epithelial cells in the intact tissue. Cultures were prepared from reduction mammoplasty samples by digestion with collagenase. The surface layer of cells was stained by immunofluorescence without fixation. (Cells underneath the surface layer were not accessible to this mode of staining). The antibodies stained patches of cells resembling flattened epithelium. These patches of cells cannot be distinguished by phase contrast microscopy without reference to the staining, in fact the boundaries of the cells are not usually resolved by phase contrast microscopy. Electron microscopy of sections through these cells show they are very flattened. They lie on top of the polygonal and elongated cells that dominate the phase contrast image. Two of the antibodies, M8 and M24, stain subsets of these epithelial-like cells at all stages of culture. The third antibody, M18, stains such cells initially, but after the first few days staining is predominantly found on the polygonal and elongated cells, then this also gradually disappears. It is possible that the cells stained by antibody M18 are converting from the epithelial-like morphology to the cuboidal and elongated morphology. Many cells are not stained by any of the antibodies, so appear either to by myoepithelial in origin or to have lost their luminal epithelial surface antigens at an early stage. This analysis draws attention to the variety of cell types in these cultures and the limitations of phase contrast microscopy as a means of analysing them.